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The Wall is for All

Rabbi Citrin


Every year on this Shabbat that falls just before the day that commemorates the memory of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., we witness a convergence of biblical themes from the book of Exodus and the principles that Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. stood for.  In this weeks Torah portion, Vaera, God hears the moaning of the Israelites and sends Moses back to Egypt to free the Israelite people from bondage.  When Pharaoh refuses to set them free, God sends the first set of plagues upon Egypt.  God promises, “I will free you from the burdens of the Egyptians and deliver you from their bondage.  I will redeem you with an outstretched arm…” (Exodus 6:6)

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. wove this biblical plea for freedom and equality into his speeches and into his dreams as he fought the battle for civil rights and social justice here in America.  In his final speech at Mason Temple in Memphis, Dr. King said, “We’ve got some difficult days ahead.  But it really doesn’t matter with me now, because I’ve been to the mountaintop…And I’ve looked over, and I’ve seen the Promised Land.  I may not get there with you.  But I want you to know tonight, that we, as a people, will get to the Promised Land!” 


Despite Moses’ and Martin Luther King’s prophetic messages, I am saddened by recent events in the State of Israel which show how we as a Jewish people have not yet reached the Promised Land, or at least not all of us.  I am sure that some of you have been following the recent disturbing events surrounding Israeli police pressure on Women of the Wall, a group of Jewish women who meet monthly to pray at the Kotel, the Western Wall, in Jerusalem.  A month ago, Women of the Wall member Nofrat Frenkel was arrested for wearing a tallit, a prayer shawl, at the Kotel.  And a little over a week ago, Anat Hoffman, leader of Women of the Wall and Director of the Israel Religious Action Center, was interrogated and fingerprinted by police for the same reason.  

I have spoken here about the group Women of the Wall before, several years ago, so perhaps some of you will remember that this is a group of women I fully support and identify with.  I have joined them in prayer at the Kotel many times during the various times I have lived in and visited Israel.  I am personally disturbed by these recent events, as are many Jewish leaders around the world.

For those less familiar with the group, Women of the Wall began on an early morning in 1988, when a group of women gathered at the historic Kotel, the ancient site of the Jewish people considered to be the only remaining wall of the ancient Temple in Jerusalem, to pray aloud together, an act prohibited by the religious authority of the Orthodox rabbinate.  Over the years the women’s prayer group has been met with insults, curses, stone throwing, chair throwing, and tear gas with the result of personal injury to multiple members of the group.  Yet, this group of women has grown and has engaged in a legendary grassroots and legal struggle to win the right to pray out loud as a group, to wear ritual objects such as the tallit, and to read from the Torah scroll at the Western Wall.  Women of the Wall and its international supporters are currently engaged in a lawsuit against the State of Israel and the Ministry of Religion.    


Despite several small legal victories, a special commission established by Israel’s Supreme Court has ruled that Women of Wall are permitted to read Torah only at Robinson’s Arch, an archeological garden area adjacent to the Kotel.  The women are not happy with this solution, calling it “separate, but not equal.”  Ultra-Orthodox religious parties in the Knesset have introduced bills that would make women’s worship at the Western Wall with Torah and tallit an offense punishable by seven years imprisonment. 


If you are shocked, you should be.  The rights of women in Israel are seriously at risk.  In an interview in Jerusalem, Anat Hoffman showed her fingers still covered in black ink, saying, “The stains that are on my fingers are a stain on the State of Israel.”    


The President of ARZA, the main wing of Reform support for Israel, issued the following statement in Hoffman’s defense [excerpt]: “On behalf of almost a million and half American Reform Jews, I react with dismay and alarm to the recent report that Anat Hoffman was interrogated and fingerprinted by Jerusalem police…These recent actions at the Wall insult all Jewish women for they are being reminded, as they have so many time in the past, that they are second-class Jews at a place that is not a synagogue but rather, an historic site of great importance to all Jews, not just those who are Orthodox.  The fact that the police have seen fit to arrest women who went to the Wall for peaceful prayer and not those who have screamed that the Nazis should have murdered these women is a stark reminder of the lengths to which the ultra-Orthodox in Israel will go to force their religious practice on an entire nation…..The promise of Israel’s Declaration of Independence that Israel will be a homeland for all Jews appears to be nothing more than a dream.  Make no mistake: What appears to be a growing religious crises in Israel is as much a threat to Israel’s survival as are the external threats, perhaps more so.  Israel has shown that she can protect herself from armies and terrorists.  Protecting herself from religious extremism may be Israel’s biggest challenge – a challenge that cannot and must not be ignored by those who care about Israel’s soul.”

  There are some steps that we can take to help.  Anat Hoffman told the Forward that she wants Jews around the world to engage in acts of solidarity with Women of the Wall.  Just last week, a group gathered in support in Union Square in San Francisco.  Hoffman asks that supporters paint their fingertips black.  Leaders of the Reform and Conservative movements have urged us to write letters of protest to Israel’s U.S. ambassador, Michael Oren.  Educational materials related to Women of the Wall are available on the Union for Reform Judaism website (www.urj.org).  You can view an excellent documentary about Women of the Wall at our next Synaplex Shabbat.  You can make donations to Women of the Wall to help support their legal battle through the Women of the Wall website (www.womenofthewall.org.il) or to the Israeli Religious Action Center, which supports religious pluralism in the State of Israel (www.irac.org). 

   On this Shabbat which celebrates the values of freedom and equality, I will end my message in the words of the women who make up Women of the Wall.  “Our souls yearn to pray, in peace, in the sacred place, to read from our holy Torah, together with other Jewish women… Simply put, our goal is to obtain the freedom to pray on the women’s side of the mechitza (divider).  At a minimum, we want to be allowed to pray at the Wall for one hour each month, free of injury and fear.  This should not be a provocative request.  That some are provoked does not make us provocative.  We have been waking up early to pray every Rosh Chodesh, once a month, for the past 21 years – this is no fad, no political act.  It is done for the sake of prayer… We are pushing the envelope.  History is made of moments like this (Anat Hoffman).

May it be your will, Our God and God of our mothers and fathers, to bless this prayer group and all who pray within it…And for our sisters, all the women and girls of Your people Israel: let us merit to see their joy and hear their voices raised before You in song and praise.  May no woman or girl of Your people Israel or anywhere else in the world be silenced.  God of Justice, let us merit justice and the restoration of Your world…As it is written, For Zion’s sake I will not be still and for Jerusalem’s sake I will not be silent, until her righteousness comes forth like great light and her salvation like a torch aflame.  Amen.  (Excerpt from “Prayer for Women of the Wall,” Women of the Wall Claiming Sacred Ground at Judaism’s Holy Site, Ed. Phyllis Chesler & Rivka Haut)       
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